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(54) Method of forming metal colloids, metal colloids and method of forming a metal oxide 
sensitive layer for a chemical sensor device 

(57) A method of forming a metal colloid comprising 
a plurality of particles, each particle comprising a core 
of a metal, is described. The method comprises the 
steps of (1) providing an organometallic precursor com- 
prising the metal; (2) combining the organometallic pre- 
cursor and a solvent, which comprises water molecules; 
(3) heating the combination of organometallic precursor 
and solvent so that the organometallic precursor 
decomposes to form a solution including the metal col- 
loid and by-products; and (4) removing the by-products 
to provide the metal colloid (5). 
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Description 

Field of the Invention 

[0001] This invention relates to a method of forming 5 
metal colloids and metal colloids. In particular, though 
not exclusively, the present invention relates to a 
method of forming metal colloids for use in forming a 
metal oxide sensitive layer of a chemical sensor device. 

10 

Background of the Invention 

[0002] A metal oxide chemical sensor device, like a tin 
oxide chemical sensor device, comprises a metal oxide 
sensitive layer whose resistance varies when exposed 15 
to oxidising or reducing chemicals. The selectivity of the 
device to certain chemicals depends on the tempera- 
ture at which the sensitive layer is maintained. Thus, by 
measuring the change in the resistance of the sensitive 
layer and the temperature of the sensitive layer, the con- 20 
centration of a particular chemical can be determined. 
The well known theory of operation of these devices 
involves an adsorption/desorption phenomena at the 
surface of the sensitive layer, which is crystalline. This is 
explained in an article by N. Yamazoe in Sensors and 25 
Actuators B, 5, 1991, pages 7-19. 
[0003] The sensitivity of such a sensor can be signifi- 
cantly improved by reducing the size of the metal oxide 
crystals which form the sensitive layer. It is therefore 
desirable to use small metal particles to form the metal 30 
oxide sensitive layer. These small particles are less than 
0.1 micron in size, i.e. are nano sized particles, and are 
generally referred to as nano particles. 
[0004] For tin oxide chemical sensors, it is known to 
use cathodic sputtering of a metallic target to obtain 35 
small tin particle. This sputtering process leads to the 
deposition of metallic tin particles, which particles are 
later oxidised into tin oxide by temperature treatment 
under air in a furnace. The tin particles, each have a 
diameter of about 500 nm, which corresponds to a layer 40 
having a thickness 0.16-0.19 microns. FIG. 1 is a Scan- 
ning Electron Microscope (SEM) micrograph of tin sput- 
tered particles (at a magnification of X 16553). Due to 
the columnar growth of the sensitive layer, which is 
inherent with cathodic sputtering, the particle size and 45 
sensitive layer thickness are strongly interdependent: 
that is, the thicker the sensitive layer, the larger the par- 
ticle size. Thus, although the sputtering process 
ensures a well controlled particle size and also thick- 
ness of the tin oxide sensitive layer, due to the interde- so 
pendence between the grain size and sensitive layer 
thickness, there is a limit below which the particle size 
cannot be reduced. In other words, it is possible to 
deposit by sputtering very small nano particles but in 
this case, the process is not under control and leads to ss 
too thin metal layers for chemical sensor applications. 
Details of the sputtering technique have been published 
in an article by V. Demarne and A. Grisel in 'Sensors 



and Actuators', B, 15-16 (1993), pages 63-67. 
[0005] Other techniques to provide small metal parti- 
cles or metal nano particles have also been explored. 
[0006] An article by A. Henglein and M. Giersig in the 
J.Phys.Chem. 1994, 98, pages 6931-6935. describes 
preparing tin nano particles by radiolytic reduction of tin 
chloride (SnCI 2 ) using gamma radiation from a cobalt 
source ( 60 Co). 

[0007] From an article in the Colloid and Polymer Sci- 
ence 1994, pages 272, 310, by G. Cardenas-Trivino, M. 
Alvial, K.J. Klabunde, M.O. Pantoja, Z.H. Soto and from 
an article by E. Sondergard, R. Kofman, P. Cheyssac, A. 
Stella in the Applied Surface Science, 1996, pages 364, 
467, it is also known that tin particles, which may or may 
not be stabilised by a polymer, can be prepared by 
evaporation condensation methods, either by Chemical 
Liquid Deposition (CLD) to yield particles having sizes 
in the range 15-50 nm co-deposited with a solvent at 77 
Kelvin, or by metal evaporation under ultra high vacuum 
and condensation leading to various sizes of particle (in 
the range of 1-150 nm), the size being a function of the 
growth mode. 

[0008] All these solutions, however, require heavy and 
costly equipment, such as a radioactive source, ultra 
low temperature equipment, and thus cannot be realisti- 
cally used on an industrial scale, for example, in the 
manufacture of semiconductor chemical sensors. 
[0009] There is therefore a need for an improved 
method of forming metal nano particles. 

Summary of the Invention 

[001 0] In accordance with a first aspect of the present 
invention there is provided a method of forming a metal 
colloid as recited in claim 1 of the accompanying claims. 
[0011] In accordance with a second aspect of the 
present invention there is provided a metal colloid as 
recited in claim 6 of the accompanying claims. 
[001 2] In accordance with a third aspect of the present 
invention there is provided a method of forming a metal 
oxide sensitive layer for a chemical sensor device as 
recited in claim 8 of the accompanying claims. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

[0013] A method of forming a metal colloid, a metal 
colloid and a method of forming a metal oxide sensitive 
layer, will now be described, by way of example only, 
with reference to the accompanying drawings in which: 

FIG. 1 is a SEM micrograph of tin sputtered parti- 
cles at a magnification of X 16553; 
FIG. 2 is a flow chart of a method of forming a metal 
colloid in accordance with the present invention; 
FIG. 3 is a Transmission Electron Microscope 
(TEM) micrograph of tin particles formed by the 
method in accordance with the present invention at 
a magnification of X 321200; 
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FIG. 4 is a graph showing the size distribution of the 
tin particles of FIG. 3; 

FIG. 5 is a TEM micrograph of an individual tin par- 
ticle of FIG. 3 at a magnification of X 31 73500; 
FIG. 6 is a SEM micrograph of tin particles formed 
by the method in accordance with the present 
invention at the same magnification as FIG. 1 ; 
FIGs. 7-8 are simplified cross-sectional diagrams of 
part of a chemical sensor device during the forma- 
tion of the sensitive layer; and 
FIG. 9 is a TEM micrograph of tin oxide nano parti- 
cles formed from the tin colloid in accordance with 
the present invention at a magnification of X 
2145000. 

Detailed Description of the Drawings 

[0014] The present invention prepares metal nano 
particles of controlled size and size distribution by syn- 
thesising a metal colloid. As used herein, metal colloid 
means a product comprising a plurality of metal parti- 
cles, each metal particle being stabilised by a protective 
layer formed round the metal particle. The following 
description relates to the preparation of a tin colloid. 
However, the present invention is not limited to tin and 
can be used for any other metals, such as iron, ruthe- 
nium, cobalt, nickel, palladium, copper, silver, gold, plat- 
inum or bimetallic associations. 

[0015] Briefly, the method of forming a tin colloid in 
accordance with a preferred embodiment of the present 
invention involves the decomposition of an organome- 
tailic precursor of tin in a solvent containing water, pref- 
erably under a controlled atmosphere (e.g. an inert gas 
such as argon) and at a moderately elevated tempera- 
ture (100-1 60°C). 

[0016] The method in accordance with the preferred 
embodiment of the present invention will now be 
described in more detail with reference to FIG. 2. 
[001 7] The method begins with the preparation of an 
organometallic precursor of tin, step 1 . Synthesising an 
organometallic precursor of a metal is well known in the 
art. It is, however, preferable to select an organometallic 
precursor which has the lowest possible bonding 
energy between the metal and the organic part so as to 
minimise the temperature required to decompose the 
organometallic precursor. Of course, other precursors 
can be used but they would require a higher decompo- 
sition temperature. Lower decomposition temperatures 
are preferred to make the synthesis process simpler 
and also at higher temperatures it appears that it is 
harder to obtain small tin particles. 
[001 8] To keep the decomposition temperature low, in 
the preferred embodiment, the amido complex 
([(Sn(NCH 3 ) 2 )2]2) is selected as the organometallic pre- 
cursor of tin. It is prepared by combining tin chloride with 
lithium dimethylamide (LiN(CH 3 ) 2 ) and a solvent, such 
as toluene, at room temperature. 
[001 9] The by-products of the reaction are removed by 



sublimation to leave an organometallic precursor of tin 
([Sn(N(CH 3 ) 2 ) 2 ]2)- The fir st by-products (LiCI) of the 
reaction are precipitated at the bottom of the reaction 
receptacle. The supernatent (solvent and reaction prod- 

5 ucts) is then transferred into another receptacle. The 
solvent is removed under vacuum to obtain the rough 
reaction product in powder form. This rough reaction 
product is then purified by sublimation to provide the 
organometallic precursor. The publication by Foley, Zel- 

10 din, in Inorganic Chemistry, vol 14, No. 9, 1975, pages 
2264-2267 provides details of this procedure. 
[0020] The organometallic precursor is then dissolved 
in a solvent, step 2. The solvent can be any solvent 
which comprises water molecules, e.g. a slightly 

is hydrated solvent, such as the commercial solvent anisol 
or toluene. Empirically, it has been found that anisol pro- 
vides the better yield. 

[0021] Then, step 3, the precursor in the solvent is 
heated to break the bonds between the tin and the 

20 organic part of the precursor to provide a tin colloid in 
solution with anisol. For this particular precursor, it was 
found that the precursor and solvent had to be heated to 
a minimum temperature of 130°C . For other precursors, 
the minimum temperature will be determined by the 

25 minimum energy required to break the bonds between 
the tin and the organic part to provide a good yield (e.g. 
50% in mass) of metal particles. 
[0022] After decomposition of the organometallic pre- 
cursor, a tin colloid plus the organic by-products are left 

30 in solution. These by-products are removed, step 4, by 
first removing the solution and by then washing the 
remaining tin colloid with pure solvent (anisol), at least 
three times. After this step, a pure tin colloid is provided, 
step 5. This very unique metal colloid can be used 

35 directly as a suspension in any solvent for, for example, 
spin-on applications, or else dried to a powder for other 
purposes. 

[0023] Steps 1 , 2, and 3 take place under an inert gas, 
such as argon for stability. Since the tin colloid com- 
40 prises tin particles surrounded by a protective shell, the 
tin colloid does not need to be kept under argon and can 
be kept under air. 

[0024] As can be seen in FIG. 3, High Resolution 
Electron Microscopy (HREM) demonstrates that the tin 

45 colloid prepared by the method according to the present 
invention comprises tin spherical particles, which have 
a mean diameter of 15 nm, which display a very narrow 
size distribution and which are considerably dispersed. 
From FIG. 4, which is a graph showing the size distribu- 

50 tion of the tin particles, it can be seen that about 90% of 
the particles are in the range 0.015 ± 0.005 microns. 
[0025] Referring now also to FIG. 5, Energy Disper- 
sive X-ray analysis (EDX) and X-ray Photoelectron 
Spectroscopy (XPS) have demonstrated that each of 

55 the tin colloidal particles comprises a core constituted of 
pure, crystalline tin, which core is surrounded and pro- 
tected by an amorphous layer of tin oxide which has a 
thickness of approximately 3 nm. Hence, this material is 
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a metal and metal oxide nano composite. The amor- 
phous tin oxide keeps each tin particle from further 
growing or packing. 

[0026] As mentioned above, the tin colloid formed by 
the method in accordance with the present invention 
comprises tin nano particles having a mean size of 1 5 
nm. By comparing FIG. 1 and FIG. 6, which shows a 
SEM micrograph of tin particles obtained by the method 
in accordance with the present invention having the 
same magnification as FIG. 1 , it can be seen that the 
present invention provides tin particles which are signif- 
icantly smaller than those prepared by the sputtering 
technique. The tin colloid is therefore ideal for use in 
forming a tin oxide sensitive layer for a tin oxide chemi- 
cal sensor device to improve the sensitivity of the sen- 
sor device. Again, tin is only an example used to 
illustrate the invention. Other metal colloids can be used 
to form the desired metal oxide sensitive layer. 
[0027] A method of forming a tin oxide sensitive layer 
of a tin oxide chemical sensor using a tin colloid will now 
be described with further reference to FIGs. 7-9. 
[0028] The tin colloid is prepared as described above. 
A layer 1 0 of the tin colloid is then formed on a dielectric 
layer 12, such as a silicon oxide layer, which is part of 
the chemical sensor device (only part of which is shown 
in FIG. 7). Preferably, a suspension of the tin colloid is 
formed in a solvent, such as anisol, and the tin colloid is 
then deposited on the dielectric layer 12 by, for example, 
the spin-on method. 

[0029] The tin particles are then oxidised into tin oxide 
by thermal treatment under a nitrogen and oxygen 
blended atmosphere. Preferably, the thermal treatment 
comprises two main steps: a low temperature step at 
200°C which ensures slow oxidation of the tin particles 
to tin oxide SnO; and then a high temperature step at 
650°C in order to form the final crystalline tin oxide 
Sn0 2 sensitive layer. The tin oxide nano particles, which 
form the sensitive layer, each have a diameter of prefer- 
ably 0.02 micron. FIG. 9 is a TEM micrograph of tin 
oxide Sn0 2 nano particles formed from oxidation of the 
tin colloid. The tin oxide Sn0 2 structure is however 
present after a 450°C anneal. This type of thermal treat- 
ment is welt known in this field. 

[0030] The tin oxide layer is then patterned and etched 
to leave a sensitive layer 14 of tin oxide on the chemical 
sensor device (FIG. 8). 

[0031 ] The metal colloid is formed on the semiconduc- 
tor layer at the same point in the processing of the 
chemical sensor device as would be the case if sputter- 
ing of a metallic target was used. Also, the subsequent 
processing steps are the same. Thus, the other process 
steps will not be described in detail. For details, refer- 
ence can be made to European patent application no. 
EP 97101015.2 and European patent application no. 
EP 97401796.4.^ ^9 

[0032] In an article by A. Dieguez, A. Romano-Rod- 
riguez et al. entitled 'Morphological analysis of nanoc- 
rystalline SnQ 2 for gas sensor applications' in Sensor 
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and Actuators B 31 (1996), pages 1-8. it has been 
reported that different ways of synthesis (e.g. sol-gel 
method, which method is based on the synthesis of the 
hydroxide compound of the desired metal, e.g. Sn(OH) 4 
which is then precipitated by the action of a basic solu- 
tion e.g. NH 3 ) of nanocrystalline tin oxide particles lead 
to a marked increase of mean particle size when oxi- 
dised at temperatures ranging from 450°C to 800°C. 
The authors of this article found that the powders 
annealed at 450°C have an average particle size of 
abolfl~20-TTTTrEufafter a 800°C anneal, the distribution 
spreads to around 1000 nm and the particles undergo a 
faceting effect (loss of the initial spherical shape). 
[0033] An advantage of using the tin colloid in accord- 
ance with the present invention for forming a tin oxide 
sensitive layer is that both the spherical shape and the 
particle size remains substantially unaffected after 
annealing and oxidation. This appears to be due to the 
fact that the starting material of tin colloid comprises 
spherical nano particles of tin covered by tin oxide. The 
tin oxide material protects the tin particle from growing 
and faceting. 

[0034] Tests were carried out for three high tempera- 
ture oxidation anneals 450°C, 650°C and 750°C. The 
resulting tin oxide material was analysed by means of X- 
ray diffraction (structure, mean particle size) and a 
Transmission Electron Microscope (TEM) (particle size, 
shape distribution). The results showed that the tin 
oxide particle size did not change within the described 
range of temperature and remained in the region of 30 
nm maximum. Moreover, there was no spreading of the 
size distribution. The shape remained spherical with 
very few faceting phenomena at the highest tempera- 
ture (750°C). Hence, with the tin colloid material in 
accordance with the present invention, it is possible to 
keep, even at high temperatures, the advantages of 
very small tin oxide particles. 

[0035] In summary, the present invention provides a 
method for forming a metal colloid which comprises 
metal particles of controlled nano size (< 50 nm) and 
size distribution by the decomposition of organometallic 
precursors in the presence of a lightly hydrated solvent 
(like anisol) and with or without stabilising polymers 
(e.g. PPO added to anisol, PPO = Poly 2-6 dimethyl 1-4 
phenylene oxide). The presence of polymers is not 
mandatory to form the spherical tin colloid but can help 
for a better dispersion of the product. 
[0036] Advantages of the method in accordance with 
the invention compared to other methods are the follow- 
ing: 

i) the use of organometallic precursors excludes the 
presence of unwanted by-products. With the 
method in accordance with the present invention, 
the simple thermal decomposition of the organome- 
tallic precursor leads to easily purified tin colloids. 
Generally, other methods use a complementary 
agent (reducing agent) to achieve the transforma- 
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tion of the precursor into the desired metal colloid. 
This reducing agent is a high potential source of 
pollutant. For example, it can contaminate the sur- 
face of the colloidal particle; 

ii) the preparation of the metal colloid occurs in 5 
solution, generally in very mild conditions, in the 
presence or not of a reducing gas, such as hydro- 
gen or carbon monoxide gas, i.e. non-polluting 
gases, which means that these adjustable parame- 
ters (solvent, additives, temperature, pressure) 10 
allow good control of the particles' growth and 
hence their size and morphology; and 

iii) the method of forming the metal colloid involves 
classical chemical procedures which means that 
the scale-up of the process for industrial require- 15 
ments will be easy. 

[0037] The advantages of the metal colloid in accord- 
ance with the present invention make it particularly 
desirable for use as the starting material for forming a 20 
metal oxide sensitive layer of a chemical sensor device. 

Claims 

1 . A method of forming a metal colloid comprising a 25 
plurality of particles, each particle comprising a 
core of a metal, the method comprising the steps 

of: 

(1) providing an organometallic precursor com- 30 
prising the metal; 

(2) combining the organometallic precursor 
and a solvent, the solvent comprising water 
molecules; 

(3) heating the combination of organometallic 35 
precursor and solvent so that the organometal- 
lic precursor decomposes to form a solution 
including the metal colloid and by-products; 
and 

(4) removing the by-products to provide the 40 
metal colloid (5). 

2. A method of forming a metal colloid according to 
claim 1, wherein the heating step (3) comprises 
heating the combination to a predetermined tern- 45 
perature, the predetermined temperature depend- 
ing on the bonding energy between the metal and 

an organic compound which form the organometal- 
lic precursor. 

50 

3. A method of forming a metal colloid according to 
claim 1 or 2, wherein the providing step (1), the 
heating step (3) and the combining step (2) takes 
place under an inert gas. 

55 

4. A method of forming a metal colloid according to 
claim 1 , 2 or 3, wherein the removing step (4) com- 
prises the steps of: 



removing the solution; and 

washing the metal colloid in a pure solvent. 

5. A method of forming a metal colloid according to 
any preceding claim, wherein the solvent is 
selected from the following solvents: anisol, and tol- 
uene. 

6. A metal colloid formed by the method according to 
any preceding claim, comprising a plurality of parti- 
cles, each particle having a core of a metal in crys- 
talline form surrounded by an oxide of the metal in 
amorphous form. 

7. A metal colloid according to claim 6, wherein each 
particle has a diameter less than approximately 0.1 
micron. 

8. A method of forming a metal oxide sensitive layer 
for a chemical sensor device comprising the steps 
of: 

forming a metal colloid according to the method 
of any one of claims 1 to 5; 
forming a layer (10) of the metal colloid on a 
semiconductor layer (12) which layer (12) is 
part of the chemical sensor device; 
oxidising the metal colloid layer (10) to provide 
a metal oxide layer on the semiconductor layer 
(12); and 

removing a portion of the metal oxide layer, a 
remaining portion (14) of the metal oxide layer 
forming the metal oxide sensitive layer. 
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